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Friedrich Wilhelm Froebel:
Unity And Creativity
by Lawrence

J.

Sorohan

Friedrich Wilhelm Froebel ( 1782-1852 ), the son of a clergyman, was born
in Oberweissbach, Thuringia, Germany. He was educated at Jena fo llowing an apprenticeship in forestry. Later he worked with an architect before teaching. He visited Pestalozzi's school at Yverdon in 1805 and
again in 1808. He opened his first school in 1816. In 1826 Th e Education of Man was published; it is considered to be his most important
work. Froebel first used the name " kindergarten" for his schoo l in 1840.
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Play is the highest phase of child development - of human development at this period; for it is self-active representations of the inner-representation of the inner from the inner necessity and impulse.

The Education of Man
Generally credited as being the "Father of the Kindergarten," Friedrich Froebel was
a man of many interests and several acquired disciplines before becoming an educator more by accident than by any early training. While working with an architect
he was encouraged to accept a group of students in the Frankfurt-on-the-Main Model
School. Soon after accepting the students Froebel traveled to Yverdon to learn about
Pestalozzi's school, the most famous of that time. He was very much impressed by
the school at Yverdon but was not satisfied that it fulfilled his own understanding of
how children learned and should learn. Because of this dissatisfaction, he later opened
his own school combining the ideas of Pestalozzi with those of his own on self-activity
and self-realization. He believed that learning should be creative, not merely receptive.
Pestalozzi's object lessons emphaSized reception through the senses with little, if any,
attention to the idea of creativity.
Froebel was greatly influenced by the Romanticism of his time. He has been
called a mystiC and, perhaps, justifiably so. His writings reflect an overwhelming
consciousness of the Divine Unity. His pedagogical creed and his proposed curriculum are closely related at all times to his theological beliefs. I Of greater importance
is the fact that Froebel was not an idle parrot of the philosophical vogue of the day,
but rather that he combined these ideas with tllOse of his own, particularly with regard to internal unity. However, the Romantic revolt from the traditional and the
focus on the individual should be credited with freeing him to think as he did .
The pervading idea of internal unity first struck Froebel while he was struggling
with botany. As an apprentice to a forester, he carefully collected and studied plant
specimens. Later at Jena he came to understand that the botanical world was essentially one of basic internal unity. Later he applied this same principle to human
beings and made particular use of it to theorize about learning.2 The fundamental
aspect of Froebelian philosophy of education involves the growing into self-consciousness through self-activity. It is the internal knowledge which is the essence of education. The etymology of education according to Froebel follows this pattern:
The knowledge of that eternal law, the inSight into its origin, into
its essence, into tlle totality, the connection and intensity of its effects,
the knowledge of life in its totality, constitutes science, the science of life;
and referred by the self-conscious, thinking intelligent being to representation and practice through and in himself, this becomes the science
of education.
The systems of directions, derived from the knowledge and study
of tllat law, to gUide thinking, intelligent beings in the apprehension of
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their life-work and the accomplishment of their destiny, is the theory of
education.
The self-active application of this knowledge is the direct development and cultivation of rational beings toward the attainment of their
destiny, is the practice of education. 3
Finally the nature of education can be summarized in the following quote which
encompasses all of the salient ideas in the Froebelian theory - the role of the teacher,
the self expression of the student and the inner unity of the process and the product:
Education consists of leading man, as a thinking intelligent being,
growing into self-consciousness to a pure and unsullied, conscious and
free representation of the inner law of Divine Unity, and in teaching
him ways and means thereto. 4
It was the growing and free representation and the concomitant pupil action
which separated the Froebelian from the Pestalozzian theory. He saw the problem
of inflexibility when the pupil was not actively engaged in learning and was passive
only to the demands of the teacher. It is interesting how seldom the severe limitations
of a teacher are recognized today, particularly in the case of bright students who
are capable of more than some of the teachers with whom they come into contact.
This point of view has caused some to accuse Froebel of plaCing a high priority on education by experience at the expense of diSCiplined knowledge. His goal
was self-expression through activity but this did not keep him from recognizing that
experience alone is not sufficient. Concerning this he said:
Not by walking and standing alone, do we learn to walk and
stand. Not by walking and standing, sitting and crawling do we learn
to keep from falling; the survey of our surroundings, too, is needed. 5
He articulated further the idea, not original with hin1, that education of the
individual can take place only in the presence of other human beings. This process
of interaction was always uppermost and clear in Froebel's mind . Concerning this
he said:
The educator, the teacher, should make the individual and particular general, the general particular and indiVidual, and elucidate both
in life; he should make the external internal and the internal external,
and indicate the necessary unity of both; he should consider the finite
in the light of the infinite, and infinite in the light of the finite and harmonize both in life; he should see and perceive the divine essence in
whatever is human, trace the nature of man to God and seek to exhibit
both within one another in life. 6
MacVannel has said, "To put it briefly, the individual can be educated only in the
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presence of other human beings . .. while this is not wholly original with Froebel,
yet in him attained to clear consciousness and reasonably definite statement." 7
Froebel's many attempts to articulate theory into practice through his own
schools often were unsuccessful. This was due to financial failure. Nevertheless, it is
from his ideas that the kindergarten based on play-activity was born and later flourished in many countries including the United States.
In the young child Froebel recognized and subsequently made use of play which
he considered to be the highest phase of development at that age. The inner impulse
of play impressed him as extremely useful in teaching children. Again it is interesting
to note the variety of toys children use today which are essentially instruments to induct the child into his role in society as well as introduce him to vocational choice.
These toys - dolls, dishes, hammers, dump trucks, pianos, cash registers - are not
always those generally considered in the category of educational toys.
Lest it be assumed that Froebel advocated play for play's sake as his central
theme, he carefully pointed out that the purpose of play was self-expression. 8
Later development was heralded in the Froebelian theory by the change in the
nature of activity. As a child the activity was done for the primary purpose of selfexpression, but at a later age the' activity was done for the sake of the product or
the result of the activity.
Froebel's kindergarten was one of structured self-activity. It was structured primarily by the "gifts" or " occupations " that the child used and worked with during
the childhood years. These gifts and occupations were, as in the Pestalozzian school,
objects used to help the child be receptive and, more important in the Froebelian
school, creative. It was of primary concern to him that the gifts be used much further
than simply observing what is, as was done in the Pestalozzian school. He wanted
the students to learn the essence of the object and to apply the knowledge gained
about the object to other objects and situations. It was teaching for the development
of generalizations which might be transferred to other situations and to other objects.
Froebel speaks himself of using blocks, bricks, sand, sawdust and other collected
objects in the education of the boys in his school.
The "gifts, " "occupations, " songs, poetry and objects of Froebel have, in themselves, been the subject of wide use and publication. They were brought to this country and used with some creative translation to retain the poetic form. The music was
rewritten at the insistence of music critics, but the ideas and uses remained baSically
pure.
The first Froebelian kindergarten in the United States was opened in Waterloo,
WisconSin, by Mrs. Carl Schurz in 1855 . Later, in 1860, Miss Elizabeth Peabody
opened the first English speaking kindergarten modeled after Froebel 's ideas. Miss
Peabody was the sister-in-law of two well-known persons of that time, Horace Mann
and Nathaniel Hawthorne.
Although the kindergarten is the primary legacy attributed to Froebel, he did
not limit his concern for education to children of that age. He thought carefully about
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the further education of man and from this developed theories of later education with
the similar method of self- activity which included the following rigorous curriculum:
religion, natural science, mathematics, language, and aesthetic development of appreciation for, and work in art and objects of art. Concerning language he said
that it was the fulcra of life in general. 9
Perhaps one of the most complimentary comments made about the philosophy
of education which Froebel attempted to put into practice was made by Cubberly
who felt that John Dewey 's experimental school was also an attempt to put into
concrete practice the ideas first consciously set down by Froebel. lO These ideas were :

1. That the primary business of the school is to train in cooperatively and mutually helpful living ...
2 . That the primary root of all educational activity is in the instinctive, impulSive attitudes and activities of the child and not in the presentation and application of external material.
3. That these individu al tendencies and activities are organized
and directed through the uses made of them in keeping up the cooperative
living . . . taking advantage of them to reproduce, on the child 's plane,
the typical dOings and occupations of the larger, maturer society into
which he is finall y to go forth ; and that it is through production and
creative use that valuable knowledge is clinched. I!
With the modern emphasis on creativity and its development, the philosophy
of Friedrich Froebel is as timely as it was when there was such a great need to break
the lock-step tradition which characterized the schools of his time. Modern research
has indicated that creativity cannot be taught but can, at best, be encouraged by the
behavior of the teacher, particul a rly in prOViding creative opportunities. Furthermore, it is altogether too common for a student or group of students to be stifled or
handcuffed by a teacher who has neither the ability to help them reach their potential
nor the good sense to recognize that given adequate gUidance the student in some
cases can surpass the teacher by far.
It is as obvious today that, important as they are, the materials for teaching
are only as good as the use that is made of them . The pupil can be directed to discover by the teacher and will in many cases learn in this way. However, when the
pupil discovers for himself and generalizes for hinlself, not only will he learn better
but he will also be likely in many cases to learn much more than when he is told
what is his to see. Furthermore, the teacher is more likely to recognize and account
for individual patterns of learning when there is no arbitra ry body or group of
understandings which are the sum of the course of study for a given age.
The personal nature of knowledge which results from experience with people
and objects is an important aspect of the education of children. Not only does the
philosophy of Froebel allow for. individualization from this viewpoint but also for the
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individual pacing that it affords . Each child, with the gUidance of the teacher, is approaching learning from his own past experience and viewing it in a unique way.
It is obvious that without proper controls to insure that basic know ledges and understandings result from this approach that the education of any child might be a compilation of useless and invalid information. Therefore, the gUidance of a mature,
understanding and knowledgeable teacher is a prerequisite to the Froebelian method .
It is likew ise obvious that every effort must be directed toward the development
of generalizations which integrate understandings gained from the creative use of
objects. The very useful block play which takes place in the modern kindergarten is,
among other things, a vehicle for the development of understandings concerning
social relationships as well as manipulation of materials using straight and curved
edges.
It is perhaps because of the original philosophy of Froebel and his followers
that formal lessons are not acceptable in modern kindergarten theory. The freedom
of expression and the creative use of materials in a play situation are today important aspects of kindergarten theory.
It might be well to be reminded that play not only does wonders for the development of Jack's personality but that it is also very serious business to a youngster.
Again, a considerable amount of the play activity of children is role playing as
practice for present and future social behavior and knowledge. The observational
and discriminative powers of those who have been gUided in observing usually far
surpasses those who have not been directed in a systematic way . The research on
reading development, to use one example, indicates that kindergarten training is
obvious for at least four years when comparing children who have had kindergarten
experience with those who have not had this kind of experience.
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